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SLATE SmRTER SHEET

Fact Sheet Series

Whole Language Fact Sheet Series: On Research on Whole Language Education
Whole language and research on whole language are both clearly in their beginning stages. -Diane Stephens, 1991

Background
We hear and read in various places that whole language
education is not supported by research. However, that is sim
ply untrue, even though research on whole language is still lit
tie beyond the beginning stages. In fact, whole language teach
ing and learning is supported by three different kinds of
research: research into the reading and writing processes them
selves; naturalistic studies of how children learn to speak their
language and to read and write in it; and research comparing
children's learning in whole language classrooms with other,
more traditional classrooms. Research in learning theory and
in learning styles also supports whole language education.
Here, comparative research is the focus, since that is the kind
most widely understood.

Children becoming independent readers,
writers, and learners
Not all of the comparative research studies include stan
dardized tests. Though such tests are not very good assess
ments of children's strengths and needs, the results of studies
including such tests are generalized here. A much fuller
description of these research studies can be found in Weaver,
1994. All the located studies involved children in preschool,
kindergarten, grade 1 or grade 2. Three studies involved two
grade levels, and two of these were two-year longitudinal stud
ies involving children deemed to be at risk of educational fail
ure. So far, these studies suggest the following conclusions:
• Children in whole language classrooms typically do
as well or better on standardized reading tests and subtests
(though the differences are seldom statistically significant).
For example, the whole language kindergartners in
Ribowsky's study (l985) scored better on all measures of
growth and achievement, including the tests of letter recogni
tion and letter/sound knowledge. In the Kasten and Clarke
study (1989), the whole language kindergartners performed
significantly better than their counterparts on all subtests of the
Metropolitan Readiness Test, including tests of beginning con
sonant sounds, letter/sound correspondences, and sounds and
clusters of sounds in initial and fmal positions of words.
• Children in whole language classrooms seem to devel
op greater ability to use phonics knowledge effectively than

children in more traditional classrooms where skills are
practiced in isolation. For example, in Freppon's study (1988,
1991), the skills group attempted to sound out words more
than twice as often as the others, but the literature-based group
was more successful in doing so: a 53 % success rate com
pared with a 32% success rate for the skills group. Apparently
the literature-based children were more successful because
they made better use of phonics in conjunction with other
information and cues. (For another relevant study, see also
Cunningham, 1990).
• Children in whole language classrooms seem to devel
op vocabulary, spelling, grammar, and punctuation skills
as well as or better than children in more traditional class
rooms. For example, see Elley's 1991 summary of studies on
learning English as a second language; also Clarke, 1988, on
spelling; and Stice and Bertrand, 1990, which included
spelling. In addition, see Calkins, 1980; Gunderson and
Shapiro, 1988.
• Children in whole language classrooms seem more
inclined and able to read for meaning rather than just to
identify words. For example, when asked, "What makes a
good reader?" the children in Stice and Bertrand's study
(1990) reported that good readers read a great deal and that
they can read any book in the room. The children in the tradi
tional classrooms tended to focus on words and surface cor
rectness; they reported that good readers read big words, they
know all the words, and they don't miss any words.
• Children in whole language classrooms seem to devel
op more strategies for dealing with problems in reading.
For example, the whole language children in Stice and
Bertrand's study (1990) typically described six strategies for
dealing with problem words, while the children in traditional
classrooms described only three.
• Children in whole language classrooms seem to devel
op greater facility in writing. For example, in the Dahl and
Freppon study (1992), a considerably larger proportion of the
children in the whole language classrooms were writing sen
tences and stories by the end of their kindergarten year.

• Children in whole language classrooms seem to devel
op a stronger sense of themselves as readers and writers.
Take, for example, the Stice and Bertrand study (1990): When
asked, "Who do you know who is a good reader?"eighty-two
percent of the kindergartners in the whole language classrooms
mentioned themselves, but only five percent of the kindergart
ners in the traditional classrooms said "me." During the first
grade year, when the children were asked directly, "Are you a
good reader?" seventy percent of the whole language children
said yes, but only thirty-three percent of the traditional chil
dren said yes.

• Children in whole language classrooms also seem to
develop greater independence as readers and writers. In
the Dahl and Freppon study (1992), for instance, passivity
seemed to be the most frequent coping strategy for learners
having difficulty in the skills-based classrooms. But in whole
language classrooms, those having difficulty tended to draw
upon other learners for support: by saying the phrases and sen
tences that others could read, by copying what they wrote, and
so forth. That is, these less proficient learners still attempted to
remain engaged in literacy activities with their peers.
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